- Thomas W. Firestine - 


My Dad was interested in so many things. Camping, HAM Radio, electronics, 
computers, space, aviation, cooking, astronomy, his vegetable garden, his family and faith are 
just to name a few. | want to highlight a couple lesser known Dad stories. 


Mom and Dad enjoyed baking Gingerbread Man cookies with us kids. Mom kept us 
busy helping her. Without us knowing, Dad would sneak one gingerbread man from the table 
and quickly placed it near the living room door. 

As we were still preoccupied helping Mom; Dad interrupted us frantically saying, “We 
got a runner! Where did he go?!” Dad was pointing to the empty spot where the missing 
gingerbread man once sat. “Hurry, help me look!” Dad began desperately looking for the 
gingerbread man that escaped! We ran around trying to help him. Dad quickly made his way 
to the front door as we struggled to keep up with him. He grabbed the Gingerbread man that 
he had stashed earlier and started shaking the doorknob and door as if he was struggling with 
the escaping gingerbread man, “KIDDOS, He is trying to get out!” By the time we reached 
Dad, he was holding gingerbread man, “I GOT YA!!” 

Dad was shaking the gingerbread man as if he was struggling to hold it. His dramatic 
acting deserved an Oscar nomination. He turned the gingerbread man upside down and 
pointed the feet toward us. Dad then said, to which ever kid got there first,“Quick, bite his feet 
off so he can’t run!” Doing our best to help, one of us would take the bite. Dad laughing said 
“OK, good. Let’s get him back to the table and keep an eye on the others!” Mom was Dad’s 
partner and co-star in this action packed performance. They both relished in giving us an 
adventure! 

Years later, Dad would periodically perform his “old shtick” with his grandkids. Dad was 
a master of his craft! This is just one example displaying Dad’s sense of humor. 


At the age of 13, Dad had built a robot named “Reject” made out of old appliance parts. 
Then again, in the late 1970s & early 1980s, Dad designed and built a much more advanced 
computer controlled robot named Quad Pod. Mom, along with us kids were there by his side 
supporting his efforts. 

| vividly recall Quad Pod’s first mobility test. This was the very first time Quad Pod was 
off the test stand, sitting on the kitchen floor, and ready to roll. Dad keyed in his untested hand 
written machine language instructions into the small primitive computer. | Our excitement, 
anticipation, and uncertainty grew with each keypunch. 

When Dad finished, he looked at me, made the sign of the cross (as he often did), and 
then executed the program. 

Immediately, Quad Pod surged forward away from Dad at full speed! Dad had built 
Quad Pod like a tank with parts sourced from military surplus and hardware stores. It was 18 
inches wide by 24 inches long by 14 inches tall. Quad Pod’s heavy-duty frame, motorized 
wheels, and a large marine battery weighed 50 pounds! Its momentum on the linoleum floor 
caused the robot to skid and slide to a stop just inches from the kitchen cabinets. 

Quad Pod spun around and raced back toward Dad. It slid to a stop just as Dad 
jumped out of its way! The robot sat idle just an inch or so from the opposite kitchen wall. 
Despite Quad Pod’s rapid movement, it faithfully followed Dad’s program. It was a success. 

We were stunned and amazed, but then realized Quad Pod could potentially destroy the 
entire house! Dad laughing said, “Well, | guess | need to figure out how to program the 
computer to control wheel speed...I’ll work on that. Next time we will test in the LARGER 
family room!” 

| was deeply impressed by Dad's achievement, considering the scarcity of computers 
and robots during that era. Over time, Dad improved Quad Pod's functionality and even let us 
small kids take rides on it. Dad stopped developing Quad Pod a few years later and refocused 
on amateur radio projects. Through the years, we would continue to reminisce about Quad 
Pod, and the possibility of building an improved modern version. 


Dad was an active HAM (Hobby of Amateur) Radio operator since his teenage years 
(1950’s). | Through hard work and determination he learned Morse Code and met the 
requirements to gain an amateur radio license. His callsign, WA6ALA, was assigned and he 
kept it his entire life. Dad also once held an advanced Commercial Amateur Radio license. 

Dad honed his skills designing and building radios and antennas, constantly expanding 
his expertise. His profound competence in electronic engineering helped advance his career at 
the Phone Company as digital technologies were adopted. 


It was only recently when Dad shared a remarkable story with me. A man, a complete 
stranger to Dad, was navigating the remote backcountry of the Sierra Nevada mountains. His 
vehicle became stranded during hazardous conditions. The man needed help. At that 
time(1970’s), cell phones were nonexistent. Fortunately the vehicle was equipped with a 
portable amateur radio. 

For some time, the man had broadcasted distress signals. Dad intercepted the 
transmissions and took action. Dad communicated with the stranded man, determined his 
location, and quickly notified rescue personnel via telephone. 

Calmly, Dad continued communicating with the man, offering reassurance and 
maintaining his spirits until help arrived. The man was safely rescued. Following this ordeal, 
the man sought out my Dad to express his profound gratitude. He firmly believed that without 
Dad’s assistance, he would not have survived. 

Dad was honored by his colleagues at The Phone Company. He received recognition 
for his actions helping others. This incident exemplifies Dad’s abundant compassion and 
willingness to help others in need. 

Dad humbly told me, he just, “did what anyone else would have done.” 


Dad was highly proficient with Morse Code radio communications. His radios were on 
most of the time providing gentle calming ambient sound throughout the house. We all learned 
a little Morse code just being around Dad. 

Morse Code features acronyms used for efficient Communication and conveying 
meanings. CQ means “calling all stations.” My favorite is Seven Three(73) which means “Best 
Regards.” In the early days of telegraph, Seven Three conveyed "My love to you” 
| like that translation the best. 


Dad loved the book “Johnathon Livingston Seagull” and introduced the story to me. He 
knew we both shared a love of aviation. | could always count on him to go flying with me. 
Some of the most meaningful, honest, and deeply connected father and son conversations 
happened while we were together in that cockpit. He was my flying buddy. Dad enjoyed 
helping out and learning everything about flying the aircraft. 

When expressing best wishes to someone embarking on a flight; You say “Blue Skies 
and Tailwinds.” “Blue Skies” means the wish for Good Weather and flying with “Tailwinds” 
pushing you faster. Dad really liked that. 


| have so many wonderful stories and memories about Dad that | will continue to cherish. 
God truly blessed my life for giving us this man. | love you Dad. 


Even though WA6ALA has signed off, | will always be monitoring for your CQ’s. 
Blue Skies and Tailwinds, 
Seven Three Dad. 


Joseph W. Firestine 
March 26, 2024 


